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“0f the American Civil War,” James Ford Rhodes wrote over a half a century
ago, “it may safely be asserted that there was a single cause, slavery.” In this
opinion, Rhodes was merely echoing a view which scemed self-evident to
Abraham Lincoln and many other participants in the sectional conflict. Their
interpretation implicitly assumes that the ante-bellum Republican party was
primarily a vehicle for antislavery sentiment. Yet partly because historians

~ are skeptical of explanations made by pasticipants of their own behavior,

Rhodes’ view quickly fell under attack. Even before Rhodes wrote, John R.
Commons had characterized the Republicans as primarily a homestead party,
and Charles and Mary Beard later added the tariff as one of its fundamental
concerns, More recently, historians have stressed aversion to the presence of
blacks—free or slave—in the western territories as the Republicans’ motive
for opposing the extension of slavery. Because the Republicans disavowed the

“intention of attacking. slavery in states where it already existed by direct

federal action, their antislavery declarations have been dismissed by some
historians as hypocritical. And recently, a political analyst, not a professional
historian, revealed how commonplace a cynical attitude toward the eaily
Republican party has become when he wrote: “IT'he Republican Party suc-
ceeded by soft-pedalling the issue of slavery altogether and concentrating on
economic issues which wonld attract Northern businessmen and Western
farmers.”

From Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party Before the
Civil War, by Eric Foner. Copyright @ 1970 by Eric Foner. Reprinted by permission of
Oxford University Press, Inc. )
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Controversy over the proper place of antislavery in the Republican
ideology is hardly new. During the 1850’s, considerable debate occurred within
abolitionist circles on the proper attitude toward Republicanism. In part, this
was simply an extension of the traditional schism between political and non-
political abolitionists, and it is not surprising that William Lloyd Garrison and
his followers should have wasted little enthusiasm on the Republicans. Yet
many abolitionists who had no objection on principle to political involvements
considered the anti-slavery commitient of the Republican party insufficient to
merit their support. Gerrit Smith and William Goodell, for example, who had
been instrumental in organizing the Liberty party in New York State, de-
clared that they could not support a party which recognized the constitution-
ality of slavery anywhere in the Union. The Republican party, Smith charged,
“refuses to oppose slavery where it is, and opposes it only where it is not,” and
he continuously urged radicals like Chase and Giddings to take an abolitionist
stance. Theodore Parker made the same criticism. When Chase declared in
the Senate that the federal government would not interfere with slavery in the
states, Parker wrote that while he did not object to attacking slavery one step
at a time, he “would not promise not to take other steps.”

Yet it is important to remember that despite their criticisms of the

- Republican party, leading abolitionists maintained close personal relations
with Republican leaders, particularly the radicals. The flow of letters between
Chase and Smith, cordial even while each criticized the attitude of the other,
15 one example of this. Similarly, Parker kept up a correspondence with Henry
Wilson, Charles Sumner, and Williarn Seward as well as Chase. And he and
Wendell Phillips, both experts at the art of political agitation, recognized
the complex interrelationship between abolitionist attempts to create a public
sentiment hostile to slavery, and the political antislavery espoused by Re-
publicans. “Our agitation, you know, helps keep yours alive in the rank and
file,” was the way Wendell Phillips expressed it to Sumner. And Seward
agreed that the abolitionists played a vital role in awakening the public |
conscience—“open[ing| the way where the masses can follow.” For their part,
abolitionists like Theodore Parker were happy to borrow statistics and argu- "

\

ments from the antislavery speeches of politicians.

The evidence strongly suggests that outside of Garrison’s immediate
circle, most abolitionists voted with the Republican party despite their wish
that the party adopt a more aggressive antislavery position. Indeed, abolition-
1st societies experienced financial difficulties in the late 1850’s, as former
contributors began giving their money to the Republicans. Even Gerrit Smith,
who insisted he could “never vote for any person who recognizes a law for
slavery,” contributed five hundred dollars to the Frémont campaign. The atti-
tude of many abolitionists was stmmed up by Elizur Wright, a proponent of
Smith and Goodell’s brand of political antislavery who nonetheless voted for
Lincoln in 1860. While Wright criticized the Republicans for their short-
comings. on slavery, he acknowledged that “the greatest recommendation of
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the Republican Party is, that its enemies do not quite believe its disclaimers,
while they do helieve that [it is] sincerely opposed to slavery as far as it goes.”
Prophetically, he added: “Woe to the slave power under a Republican Presi-
dent if it strikes the first blow.”

The fact that so many abolitionists, not to mention radical Republicans,
supported the Republican party, is an indication that anti-slavery formed no
small part of the Republican ideology. Recent historians have concluded,
morcover, that writers like Beard greatly overestimated the importance of
economic issues in the elections of 1856, 1858, and 1860. We have already
seen how tentative was the Republican commitment to the tariff. As for the
homestead issue, Don E. Fehrenbacher has pointed out that the Republicans
carried most of the Northwest in 1856 when free land was not 2 political
issue, and that in 1860; Douglas Democrats supported the measure as ardently
as Republicans, More important, it would have been suicidal for the Repub-
licans to have put their emphasis on economic policies, particularly the neo-
Whiggism described by Beard. If one thing is evident after analyzing the
various elements which made up the party, it is that antislavery was one of
the few policies which united all Republican factions. For political reasons, if
for no other, the Republicans were virtually obliged to make antislavery the
rnain focus of their political appeal. Such questions as the tariff, nativism, and
race were too divisive to be stressed, while the homestead issue could be
advanced precisely because it was so non-controversial in the North.

Conservative Republicans and radicals, ex-Democrats and former Whigs,
all agreed that slavery was the major issue of the 1850’s. It was not surprising
that Giddings should insist that “there is but one real issue between the
Republican party and those factions that stand opposed to it. That is the
question of slavery,” or that Salmon P. Chase should declare that the election
of 1860 had not turned on “subordinate questions of local and temporary
character,” but had vindicated the principle of “the restriction of slavery
within State limits.” But Orville H. Browning, as conservative as Giddings
and Chase were radical, appraised the politics of 1860 in much the same
way. “It is manifest to all,” he declared, “that there is an unusual degree of
political interest pervading the country—that the people, everywhere, are
excited, . . . and yet, from one extremity of the Republic to the other, scarcely
any other subject is mentioned, or any other question discussed . . . save the
question of negro slavery. . . .” Ex-Democrats in the Republican party fully
agreed. Both Francis Spinner and Preston King rejected suggestions that
Democratic economic policies be engrafted onto the Republican platform,
on the ground that these must await settlement until the slavery issue had been
decided. As Spinner tersely put it, “Statesmen cannot make issues for the
people. As live men we must take the issues as they present themselves.” The
potency of the slavery issue, and the way in which it subordinated or absorbed
all other political questions, was noted by the anti-Lecompton Democrat from
New Yerk, Horace Clark, on the eve of the 1860 campaign:



Slavery and the Republican Ideology 433

It is not to be controverted that the slavery agifation is not at rest. It has absorbed
and destroyed our national politics. It has overrun State politics. It has even in-
vaded our municipalities; and now, in some form or other, everywhere controls the
elections of the people.

In a recent study of Civil War historiography, Roy F. Nichols observed
that we still do not know whether either section had reached its own con-
sensus on major issues by 1861. Some historians have interpreted the strong
showing of Stephen A. Douglas in the free states as proof that a substantial
portion of the electorate rejected the Republican brand of antislavery.
‘Though there is some truth in this view, it is important to remember that by
1860 the Douglas Democrats shared 2 good many of the Republicans’ attitudes
toward the South. One of the most striking aspects of the Democratic debate
over the Lecompton constitution was the way in which the Douglasites echoed
so many of the anti-southern views which anti-Nebraska Democrats had
expressed only a few years earlier. There is a supreme irony in the fact that
the same methods which Douglas had used against dissident Democrats
in 1854 were now turned against him and his supporters. Buchanan applied
the patronage whip ruthlessly, and anti-Lecompton Democrats complained
that a new, pro-slavery test had suddenly been imposed upon the party. And
like the anti-Nebraska Democrats, who were now members of the Repub-
lican party, the Douglasites insisted that they commanded the support of
most northern Democrats. Historians have tended to agree with them. Roy
Nichols suggests that the enthusiasm Douglas’s anti-southern stand aroused
among rank and file Democrats was one reason why he refused to accept the
compromise English bill to settle the Lecompton controversy, and recent
students of Pennsylvania and Indiana politics agrec that the vast majority
of the Democrats in those states favored Douglas against the administration.

The bitterness of Douglas Democrats against the South did not abate
between 1858 and 1860. They believed that the South had embarked wpon
a crusade to force slavery into all the territories, and protested that endorse-
ment of such a goal would destroy the northern Democracy. “We have con-
fided in their honor, their love of justice, their detestation of what is wrong,”
Henry Payne, a prominent Ohio Democrat, said of his southern colleagues
in 1858, “but we can do it no more.” And many Republicans believed that,
even if Douglas made his peace with the Democratic organization, many of
his followers had acquired “a feeling against Slavery and its arrogant demands
which if cherished will prevent their going back. . . .” A few Democrats did
defect to the Republican party in 1858, 1859, and 1860, including a former
chairman of the Iowa Democrats, several anti-Lecompton Congressmen, and
F. P. Stanton, the former Democratic governor of Kansas. That there were not
more defections largely reflected the continuation into 1860 of Douglass
contest with the administration, which increasingly tock on what one his-
torian calls “a semifree-soil” tone. And when the 1860 Democratic national
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convention broke up over the South’s insistence on a platform guaranteeing
slavery in the territories, the bitterness of the Douglasites knew no bounds.
The reporter Murat Halstead observed that he had “never heard Abolitionists
talk more rancorously of the people of the South than the Douglas men
here.” For their part, southerners insisted they would not accept popular
sovereignty since this would be as effective as the Wilmot Proviso in barring
slavery from the territories.

There were, of course, many important differences between the Doug-
lasites and Republicans. Douglas still insisted in 1860 that the slavery question
was not important enough to risk the disruption of the Union, he was much
more inclined to use racism as a political weapon, and, as one Republican
newspaper put it, in words echoed by several recent scholars, Douglas “does
not recognize the moral element in politics. . . .” Yet in their devotion to the
Union and their bitter opposition to southern domination of the government,
Republicans and Douglasites stood close together in 1860. There was much
triath in the observation of ome Republican that “the rupture between the
northern and southern wing of the democracy, is permanent with the
masses . . . ,” and the experiences of the Douglas Democrats in the years
preceding the Civil War go a long way towaid explaining the unanimity of
the North’s response to the attack on Fort Sumter.

1I

The attitude of the Donglasites toward the South on the eve of the Civil
War partially reflected their assessment of northern opinion tegarding slavery.
Politicians of all parties agreed that northerners opposed slavery as an abstract
principle, although they disagreed on the intensity of this sentiment. John C.
Calhoun had estimated in 1847 that while only 5 percent of northerners
supported the abolitionists, more than 66 percent viewed slavery as an evil,
and were willing to oppose its extension constitutionally. Similarly, a con-
servative Republican declared in 1858, “There is no man [in the North] who
is an advocate of slavery. There is no man from that section of the country
who will go before his constituents and advocate the extension of slavery.”
Northern Democrats had the same perception of northern sentiments. Even
the Hunkers of New York, who consistently opposed the Wilmot Proviso,
refused to say “that they are not opposed to slavery.” For as William L. Marcy
declared in 1849, “In truth we all are.” _

Antislavery as an abstract feeling had long existed in the North. It had
not, however, prevented abolitionists from being mobbed, nor antislavery
parties from going down to defeat. Democrats and Whigs had long been able
to appeal to devotion to the Union, racism, and economic issues, to neutralize
antislavery as a political force. “The anti-slavery sentiment,” Hamilton Fish
explained in 1854, “is inborn, and almost universal at the North . . . but it is
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only as a seritimert that it generally pervades; it has not and cannot be inspired
with the activity that even a very slight interest excites.” But Fish failed to
foresee the fundamental achievement of the Republican party before the
Civil War: the creation and articulation of an ideology which blended per-
sonal and sectional interest with morality so perfectly that it became the
most potent political force in the nation. The free labor assault upon slavery
“and southern society, coupled with the idea that an aggressive Slave Power
was threatening the most fundamental values and interests of the free states,
hammered the slavery issue home to the northern public more emphatically
than an appeal to morality alone could ever have done. ,

To agree with Rhodes that slavery was ultimately the cause of the Civil
‘Woar, therefore, is not to accept the corollary that the-basis of the Republican
opposition to slavery was simple moral fervor. In a speech to tlie Senate in
1848, John M. Niles listed a dozen different reasons for his support of the
Wilmot Proviso—but only once did he mention his belief that slavery was
morally repugnant. And thirteen vears later, George William Curtis observed
that “there is very little moral mixture in the ‘Anti-Slavery’ feeling of this

“country, A great deal is abstract philanthropy; part is hatred of slaveholders;
a great part is jealousy for white labor, very little 15 consciousness of wrong
done and the wish to right it.” The Republican ideology included all these
elements, and much more. Rhodes argued that nmortherners wished to pre-
serve the Union as a first step toward abolition. A more accurate formulation
would reverse the equation and say that many Republicans were antislavery
from the conviction that slavery threatened the Union. Aside from some
radicals, who occasionally flirted with disunion, most Republicans were united
by the twin principles of free soil and Unionism. Cassius M. Clay even sug-
gested that the Free-Soilers in 1851 adopt the name “Liberty and Union”
party, in order to impress their essential goals upon the electorate. The New
York Times emphasized this aspect of Republican thought in 1857: “The
barbaric institution of slavery will become more and more odious to the north-
ern people because it will become more and more plain . . . that the States
which cling to Slavery thrust back the American idea, and reject the influ-
ences of the Union.”

Still, Unionism, despite its importance to the mass of northerners, and
obviously crucial to any explanation of the Republicans’ decision to resist
secession, was only one aspect of the Republican ideology. It would have been
just as logical to compromise on the slavery question if the preservation of
the Union were the paramount goal of Republican politics. Nor should Re-
publicanism be seen merely as the expression of the northern drive toward
political power. We have seen, to be sure, that resentment of southern power
played its part, that many Democratic-Republicans had watched with growing
jealousy the South’s domination of the Democratic party and the national
government, and that many former Whigs were convinced that the South
was blocking economic programs essential for national economic development.
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But there is more to the coming of the Civil War than the mivalry of sections
for political power. (New England, after all, could accept its own decline in
political power without secession. )

In short, none of these elements can stand separately; they dissolve into
one another, and the total product emerges as ideology. Resentment of south-
ern political power, devotion to the Union, antislavery based upon the free
labor argument, mora] revulsion to the peculiar institation, racial prejudice,
a commitment to the northern social order and its development and expan-
sion—all these elements were intertwined in the Republican world-view.
What they added up to was the conviction that North and South represented
two social systems whose values, interests, and future prospects were in sharp,
perhaps mortal, corflict with one another. The sense of difference, of
estrangement, and of growing hostility with which Republicans viewed the
South, cannot be overemphasized. Theodore Sedgwick of New York perhaps
expressed it best when he declared during the secession crisis: “The policy
and aims of slavery, its institutions and civilization, and the character of its
people, are all at variance with the policy, aims, institutions, education, and

character of the North. There is an irreconcilable difference in our interests, _

institutions, and pursuits; in our sentiments and feelings.” Greeley’s Tribune
said the same thing more succinctly: “We are not one people. We are two
peoples. We are a people for Freedom and a people for Slavery. Between
the two, conflict is mevitable.” An attack not simply on the institution of
slavery, but upon southern society itself, was thus at the heart of the Repub-
lican mentality. Of all historians, I think Avery Craven caught this feature
best: “By 1860, slavery had become the symbol and carrier of all sectional
differences and conflicts.” Here and elsewhere, Craven describes the symbolic
nature of the slavery controversy, reflected as it was in the widespread accep-
tance among Republicans of the Slave Power idea—a metaphor for all the
fears and resentments they harbored toward the South. But Craven did leave
out something crucial. Slavery was not only the symbol, but also the real basis
of sectional conflict, for it was the foundation of the South’s economy, social
structure, aspirations, and ideology.

“Why do we Meddle with Slavery?” the New York Times asked in
an 1857 editorial. ‘The answer gives ns a penetrating insight into the Republi-
can mind on the eve of Civil War:

The great States of the North are not peopled exclusively by quidnuncs and agita-
tors. . . . Nevertheless, we do give ourselves great and Increasing concern about the
existence of Slavery in States over whose internal economy we have no right and
no wish fo exercise any control whatever. Nevertheless, we do feel, and the feeling
Is growing deeper in the northern heart with every passing year, that our character,
our prosperity, and our destiny are most seriously involved in the question of the
perpetuation or extinction of slavery in those States.

What is striking about this statement is a concemn directed not only against
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the extension of slavery, but against its very existence. Lincoln put the same
concern even more succinctly to a Chicago audience in 1859, “Never forget,”
he said, “that we have before us this whole matter of the right or wrong of
slavery in this Union, though the immediate question is as to its spreading
out into new Territories and States.” '

Lincoln and the editors of the Times thus made explicit that there was
more to the contest over the extension of slavery than whether the institution
should spread to the West. As Don E. Fehrenbacher puts it, the territorial
question was the “skirmish line of a more extensive struggle.”” Only by a
comprehension of this total conflict between North and South, between
Republican and southern ideologies, can the meaning of the territorial issue
be fully grasped. Its importance went even beyond the belief shared widely
in both sections that slavery required expansion to survive, and that confine-
ment to the states where it already existed would kill it. For in each ideology
was the conviction that its own social system must expand, not only to insure
its own survival but to prevent the expansion of all the evils the other repre-
sented. We have already seen how Republicans believed that free society,
with its promise of social mobility for the laborer, required territorial expan-
sion, and how this was combined with a messianic desire to spread the benefits
of free socicty to other areas and peoples. Southerners had their own grandiose
design. “They had a magnificent dream of empire,” a Republican recalled after
the war, and such recent writers as C. Stanley Urban and Engene Genovese
have emphasized how essential expansionism was in the southern ideology.
The struggle for the West represented a contest between two expansive
societies, only one of whose aspirations could prevail. The conflict was epito-
mized by two statements which appeared in the Philadelphia North American
in 1856. Slavery, the North American argued, could not be allowed to expand,
because it would bring upon the West “a blight whose fatal influence will be
felt for centuries.” Two weeks later the same paper quoted a southern journal,
which, in urging slavery expansionism, used precisely this logic in reverse.
Such expansion, the southern paper argued, would “forbid the extension of
the evils of free society to new people and coming generations.”

Here then was a basic reason why the South could not accept the verdict
of 1860. Tn 1848, Martin Van Buren had said that the South opposed the
principle of free soil because “the prohibition carries with it a reproach to the
slaveholding states, and . . . submission to it would degrade them.” Eight
years later, the Richmond Engquirer explained that for the South to abandon
the idea of extending slavery while accepting Republican assurances of non-
interference in the states would be “pregnant with the admission that slavery
is wrong, and but for the constitution shiould be abolished.” To agree to the
containment of slavery, the South would have had to abandon its whole
ideology, which had come to view the institution as a positive good, the basis
of an enlightened form of social organization.
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III

Although it has not been the purpose of this study to examine in any detailed
way the southern mind in 1860, what has been said about the Republican
ideology does help to explain the rationale for secession. 'The political wars of
the 1850%s, centering on the issue of slavery extension, had done much to
erode whatever good feeling existed between the sections. The abolitionist
Elihu Burrit suggested in 1857 that a foreigner observing American politics
would probably conclude “that the North and South were wholly occupied
in gloating upon each others’ faults and failings.” During the 1856 campaign,
Burrit went o, sectional antagonisms had been brought “to a pitch of rancor,
never reached before” in American politics. This was precisely the reason that
Union-loving conservatives like Hamilton Fish dreaded the mounting agita-
tion. “I cannot close my eyes to the fact which all history shows,” Fish wrote
Thurlow Weed in 1855, “that every physical revolution (of governmentis) is
preceded by a moral revolution. [Slavery agitation] leads to estrangement first,
and next to hostility and hatred which end inevitably in separation.” By the
time of the secession crisis another former Whig could observe that “the
people of the North and of the South have come to hate each other worse
than the hatred between any two nations in the world. In a word the moral
basis on which the government is founded is all destroyed.”

It is thus no mystery that southerners could not seriously entertain Re-
publican assurances that they would not attack slavery in the states. For one
thing, in opposing its extension, Republicans had been logically forced to
attack the institution itself. This, indeed, was one of the reasons why radicals
accepted the emphasis on non-extension. “We are disposed to select this
single point,” Sumner explained to Chase, “because it has a peculiar practical
issue at the present moment, while its discussion would, of course, raise the
whole question of slavery.” Frederick Douglass agreed that agitation for the
Wilmot Proviso served “to keep the subject before the people—to deepen
. their hatred of the system—and to break up.the harmony between the North-
ern white people and the Southern slaveholders. . . .7 As we have seen, many
Republicans, both radicals and moderates, explicitly stated that non-extension
was simply the first step, that there would come a day when slavery would
cease to exist.

As southerners viewed the Republican party’s rise to power in one
northern state after another, and witnessed the increasingly antisouthemn tone
of the northern Democrats, they could hardly be blamed for feeling appre-
hensive about the future. Late in 1859, after a long talk with the moderate
Unionist Senator from Virginia, R. M. T. Hunter, Senator James Dixon of
Connecticut reported that the Virginian was deeply worried. “What seems to
alarm Hunter is the growth of the Antislavery feeling at the North.” South-
erners did not-believe that this anti-slavery sentiment would be satished with
the prohibition of slavery in the territories, although even that would be bad
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enough. They also feared that a Republican administration would adopt the
radicals’ program of indirect action against slavery. This is why continued
Democratic control of Congress was not very reassuring, for executive action
. could implement much of the radicals’ program. Slavery was notoriously
weak in the states of Missouri, Maryland, and Delaware. With federal
patronage, a successful emancipation movement there might well be or-
" ganized. And what was more dangerous, Lincoln might successfully arouse

the poor whites in other states against the slaveholders. “Cohorts of Federal

office-holders, Abolitionists, may be sent into [our] midst,” a southern Senator
warned in January 1861; . .. Postmasters . . . controlling the mails, and load-
ing them down with incendiary documents,” would be appointed in every
town. One southern newspaper declared that “the great lever by which the
abolitionists hope to extirpate slavery in the states, is the aid of the non-slave-
holding citizens of the South.” The reply of Republicans to these warnings
was hardly reassuring. Commenting on one southern editorial, the Cincinnati
Commercial declared that the spread of anti-slavery sentiment among southern
poor whites was “an eventuality against which no precautions can avail.” And
by December 1860, Republican Congressmen were already receiving applica-
tions for office from within the slave states.
For many reasons, therefore, southerners believed that slavery would not

be permanently safe under a Republican administration. Had not William H.
Seward announced in 1858, “I know, and you know, that a revolution has
begun. I know, and all the world knows, that revolutions never go backward.”
Did not Republican Congressmen openly express their conviction that
“slavery must die”? The Republican policy of preventing the spread of slavery,
one southerner wrote to William T. Sherman, “was but the entering wedge to
overthrow it in the States.”

_The delegates to South Carolina’s secession convention, in their address
to the people of the state, explained why they had dissolved the state’s
connection with the Union:

If it is right to preclude or abolish slavery in a Territory, why should it be allowed
to remain in the States? . . . In spite of all disclaimers and professions, there can
be but one end by the submission of the South to the rule of a sectional anti-
slavery government at Washington; and that end, directly or indirectly, atust be—
the emancipation of the slaves of the South. :

Emancipation might come in a decade, it might take ffty years. But North
and South alike knew that the election of 1860 had marked a turning point
in the history of slavery in the United States. To remain in the Union, the
South would have had to accept the verdict of “ultimate extinction” which
Lincoln and the Republicans had passed on the peculiar institution.

The decision for civil warin 1860-61 can be resolved into two questions
—why did the South secede, and why did the North refuse to let the South
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secede? As I‘have indicated, I believe secession should be viewed as a total
and logical response by the South to the situation which confronted it in the
election of Lincoln—logical in the sense that it was the only action consistent
with its ideology. Tn the same way, the Republicans’ decision to maintain the
Union was inherent in their ideology. For the integrity of the Union, impor-
tant as an end in itself, was also a prerequisite to the national greatness
Republicans felt the United States was destined to achieve. With his faith
in progress, material growth, and the spread of both democratic institutions
and American influence throughout the world, William Seward brought the
Republican ideology to a kind of culmination. Although few Republicans held
as coherent and far-reaching a world view as he, most accepted Lincoln’s more
modest view that the' American nation had a special place in the world, and a
responsibility to prove that democratic institutions were self-sustaining. Much
of the messianic zeal which characterized political antislavery derived from
this faith in the superiority of the political, social, and economic institutions
“of the North, and a desire to spread these to their ultimate limits.
When a leading historian says, therefore, that the Republican party in
1860 was bound together “by a common enmity rather than a common
loyalty,” he is, I believe, only half right. For the Republicans’ enmity toward
the South was intimately bound up with their loyalty to the society of small-
scale capitalism which they perceived in the North. It was its identification
with the aspirations of the farmers, small entrepreneuss, and craftsmen of
northern society which gave the Republican ideology much of its dynamic,
progressive, and optimistic quality. Yet paradoxically, at the time of its greatest
success, the seeds of the later failure of that ideology were already present.
Fundamental changes were at work in the social and economic structure of
the North, transforming and undermining many of its freelabor assump-
tions. And the flawed attitude of the Republicans toward race, and the
limitations of the free labor outlook in regard to the Negro, foreshadowed
the mistakes and failures of the post-emancipation years.




